Aural interests have long argued that the federal governmenl is insensitive to the needs of rural schools, or worse, lhal a widespread antirural, pro-urban bias permeates all levels of the lederaJ policy communities.
Recent History of Federal Support For Rural Education E. Robert Slephens InlrOduclion
Rural inletests have long argued lIlat tile 1e<.1e<<OI goyeffi" moot it insens<tiWl IO tt"" ~eed. 0( ru,al sct.x:Ms. 0' WOf"M. th;!.t a wiOesprea<:t a nti·Mal. pro-urban bias pe rmeates ~Ilev<llis 01 tM te<:le ra l policy rom-n un ities. A sse~ions 01 this type g~i n<ld rr.:::.ne ntum i>1lhe tate t 97~ a nd ea r~ 1980s a nd havo conti". uom IK\II.baled. ar>d la r ge~ ......, hallenged. 10 the prese nt ti me.
The work 01 a small handl ul 0/ policy analysts ar>d rur~1 e<llICIItion aClvOCates Is lar~ r""P'"""ible lor chaliengorlg tM "'Iwly ar>d rainless oIleOOra l 0>11001$'" rural e<lvcatkn Permops the ~ cri1icaI judgrnenlS were those oIIered by She< sp8COal popuLations 01 studerllS Ih8I use the IO!<lI nun"bet 01 swdentS as an elogibrljfy CIlIerion. as 'l\JIl'~j 10 a minmum runbef. wil automa~ boa, aga.>$1 rural system3 ha.,;ng 3ImI1 ~ln\ents . as most do: sm~. Ioonr.rIa. '7aniS ha"';ng N a oondition 01 eligibil<ty a local cjjslr'ic1 ma!d1ing req_e~t """ 1 alSO I>ias againSl poot wealth rural systems. as many are: the 100"" d09c<elionary prog rams usually ooota;" a der<lity bills tllaT will handicap rural. low (Ier1sHy. distriCts; r .. al d istricts a lso to-nd to b-e lurth e r handicapped in purs ui ng d isc retio nary l u nds beCause 01 mei r ir\abl i!y 10 mount $UC(:esslu l "g ra ntsmar.shlp" enor1s; CIO&ePy raiated. lhe pe.perw(>r\o: e.-(ir>arily a$$OCiatoo .... i!h !he applicalOon tor ar>d mon~orinQ 01 lederal assistance pro· \PnlI lis especially bo.rder>some te.-l\.I"aI $)I$!8rTIS who gener· ally lact< llle acl'ninoslralive $uPPO~ systems tound In larger dslrids: and. lederal roporb"lg systems and an/IIytic8l re-poriS on 1h6 CXIIldiIlOn 01 pubic eo:b::abon are ineffec1iv8 In proYkIng a oonsislllr'll. o:ompral"oensWe prnIile 01 rural systems. E . Robert Slephenil Is a Ptofessor In the Oopartmenl of Education Pol icy, Planning and Admlnl alra tion at Ihe University 01 Maryland. COllege Park , Maryland. He hps written wide ly in lhe area 01 &ducal lon policy and tinance, with a locus on l inancing rural educatiOn. CNet a decade has JIOW passao since the ra/alrve nurry ot highly ai1ica1 " " _Tions of Ille I_ral role In rural edllClltioo were firS! issued. No! a greal deal 01 allention In 1h6 .... suing yeatS has been given 10 teSbng lhe theses att.Ianced by these ~i&r aiIics. The lew eI1Ort9 In the tale 1geOs and earty 1!19Os ins'lfd on the menlS 01 the d",ms and are outlined belOw n is important !h;iol continuous attention be gMKI the issue oIlhe equity. fai,ness. and ,esponsiveness of tade,al assis· tance to ruraf sysIem"3 lOt _rOil reasonS. On the one hand. tu,aI districls, despile huge reductions In !I'~' number over mudo 0 1 this ce!lllJry . COf,ecay called "ona 0 1 tIla most awe· some and least plbficized goverfimenlal ch8.roges ... the Mlion i~ the twe nHelh oe!1tury," conl lnue to: re pre!Wlll a pproximalePy one·hall 01 Ihe o ... e r l ilt&e<l thOusand ope ra ling publ ic school districts in the Mtion; ""rol l app rOximately ona 01 '"g ht p<JtH "
e lementary--secaooary stud&nla; aod. a mploy a pfH"0 . a re neutra l. or rOfH"o&oot 8 eot-ooci< IIQm ~ny ~ !hat rura l interest. may h~vo rea lrzod In ,ocont yea rs . T hr .. .. maior proposals that are to 00 considered b~ Cong ress in the wi nter aI1d spring of 1994 wil be emphasized: Im pfO'o'ing America's Schoos Act of 1993, the reautoorizatioo of the Elementary 3nd Seoondary Education Act: Goals 2000: Ed"""te America Act arid, th e Rural Sc hools 01 Ame<ica Act 01 1993, Befpre discussi ng the prom ising practices as well as the disappoi ntments 01 r""en! years, howeyer, it is importa nt that It>e context in which ok1 concerns we re pr were not addressed be at least sketched.
The Changing Context of Federal Efforts
Th ere is little question th at the federal role in elementaryseoondary education has change~ clram atica l~ over the past th'eG decades, The 1960s we re of COl.IfW charact~fi zed by the begim ings of nu merous initiatives to achiev~ eq uity. While this same goat heM through much of the 1970s, ladera l oversig ht also became prominent. Still other domi nant features cha racte fize the 1980s. mainly a retfeoc hment of the faderal presOrlCe in education.
That there was a majo r re duclioo in the federal role in eiementary-seconclary erucation du ring the twe""e years of the Reagan and Bush aOOli nistratklns seems irrefutable. In an espedaly useful a""rysis ()f the lifst fiye ~ea r s of the Reagan <IOOlinis-tf1ltioo, these chanqes were charactefized as a "deemphasizing. dmnish"g, and decenllal izing the federal role ... educatkln.'"
To supp ort the i, bas ic th esis Ih at a major redu ctio n occurred, Clark and Astuto suggest that it is in structive to rompare lhe language that dom in aled the pre-and post-Reagan federal role" education: from eq uity to exce llence: from needs and access 10 abi lity, SiO""tivity: from social and welfare conce rns to eCOMmie and productivity concerns; f rom com mo n schoo to pa renla l chO<ce. compel it ion: fro m regulation , enforceme nt to deregulation: from fade ral interventio n 10 state and loca l in itial",es; and. from diffusion af in oovatioos Ie e_oor-talion. infe<mation sha ring ' They also ()ffe r the conjecture lhalthe basic char.ges" federal iX'iicy witnessed in the early 1980s I'.i ll be both irlstitutionali>ed and lhen broadened o.er the ensuing five to filteen years"
In a later, eq uall y in sightful ana l~s is. Verstegen" supporled t he pred ictio n of Clar k and ASl uto that Ih e cha nges brwght about" Preside nt Reagan's fi rst term we re i k "~ 10 be "Slil ulionalized I'oith her conclusions that: though fe<Jeral aid to ele<ne nt a r~-seconda r~ education a(lm inistere<J b~ the Depart-""l nt of Education increased 35 perce nt from 1981 10 1988, in reaf lerms revenue actual~ decreased twelve percent: moreover, funds fe< several if)(j;.kluaf programs including research and stat i $l~. the Elementa ry and Secorxlary Education Block Gra nt {the centerpiece of Preside nt Reagan's "new fe dera lism"). bi linguaf edoxation, and vocatio nal and ad ult education decreased even more in real terms; and , importantly. ,.amenla l)' and seco ndar~ education assistance programs woo d be funded at a lower rate if Congress had not ignored the admnsIration's proposals Md in severa l cases app ropri ated mo re monies than req uested by the edmin iSl rati on."
A recent repo~ oI1he Natk>nal Cento, for Ed ucation Statist'o;$" includes faderal o_pendilures fo< oleme nt a r~-seconda r~ eOOcati on lo r all fede ral departme nts and in d~nt agencia., not ju st the Department of Ed ucation, Hoffm~n argues that thsre waS an increase 01 throo perce nt bOlween 1980 and 1992 , wilh mosl ()f the \jilin. however. occurring during lhe justconcluded four-year t9fm of President Bush, E_en though the late increases" lhe o_e rall, g<lVernment-";00. support for elemo nt ary-soco n da r~ educalion rna~ havo fO_ef$Sd the ea rl ie r declines in the f(Jf'l(jing of Dopartment of Edl.lCation programs. ol her ay idOOCe to sup port the geM ral patter n of a dim in ished ro le is avai labl e. There is ge neral 8jjfoomen\, lor exa~e. I'.ilh the eslim ate ()f the National EducJtion Associatio n Ihal in 1992. federal aid represe nted apEducational Considerations. Vol. 22 , No. 1 . Fall 1994 prox imately 6.4 percent of all reven ues for elemenl aryooco ndary €d lKOation. a dec rease of one percent f rom 1982" Eve n [(I()fe tolling , perh aps. is a 1990 aUO'nate by the National Ed"""ti"" Associatio n lhat asserts th at If oolKOation spend ing had rema in(ld consta nt at 2.5 percent ()f the f~dem l budget its share in FY 1900 An>e<lca's education in stilutions wo uk! have some $6.7 bilion mo re to spend for essential edocati on programs in FY91 "
Desp ite th e ide<>ogieal shills attem pted by the Reaga n and Bush administ ralions that nO oo ubt were in part greatly facil itated by a numl>er ()f maio< economk: issues Ihat surtaced in the late 1980s. some l>ertefits to rural education did in fact occur in r""enl ~eafS. These are briefly discusse<l below.
Promi sing Recenlln iti atives
A numbe r of prom ising initiati.es were lauf"IC hed by the fe<loral governm(l nt since Ihe early 1980s. Ten of lhese judged to be of pMk: uia, si;lni!k:ance are ciled in Ta ble 1. The ten are tqli ighte<l t>eGa use lhey satisfy Ofle Of more of the folklwing sel""tio n critmia used in this portion Of the exercise. To be inclorlxf , an initiati_e must: ado:lross a critk:a l need facing ma~~ of the nalion's fUra l systems , establish an importa nt precedent, or hold promise of laying t he foun dalion for susta in ed. longterm benetits.
II can of course I>e argued th at the USG of th e socond and third SiOection crite<ia coo tri~utes to an " flated profile ()f prOfrising develo pme nts , or one that is un necessa ril~ speculative. Wh ile COf>Ooong some merit to these tirtes of arg ument. the weqrt giv"" to the importa""" at the estabi8hme nt of a proc". dent i8 based 00 th e belief thal bein g _ to do so conlinv>s 10 be higIl ly valued in p<Jblic poiicy debates. The uw 01 the third crite<ion , tmugh somewhat speculative, is wa rranted beca use ~ is one way to accommodate the inclusion ()f promising deveklpments just beginni ng \hat may take years to matelialize , A numoor of th e ten initiatives cited are viewed to be of such extraordnary irrportance th at they are biiefly efaoorated on l>elow. The firs t, the adcption ()f th e "Aural Ed """tion ancI Rural Fa mil y Education PoIic~ for t he 1930s" b~ Sec relary of Education Bell in 1983 is l>ei eved to 00 without precedent in recent histDl)' wherein an agenc~ head singled out me s""tor 01 the p<Jbi c school universe for special anention , True, the lafl9l'age 01 the bill aUlhorizin g lhe estab lish ment 01 the Departme nt 01 Eoocation (ED) directed that a new organizational oomrni1ment was to be give n the ""tion's rural schools (Pub lic Law 96-88, Sectkln 206, 1979) , Secretary Bell. howey ..... chose to be very errV>atic irl respondi<>g to the statutOty di rect",e by prefacf<>g th e poi k:~ slateme nt I'.ith an equally clea r stateme nt ()f intent Rural education shall receive an equ;ta~1e sha re of the infoomation. services, 3ssistarlC<l, and fund s ava ilable lrom and lhrough the Dej)artmenl 01 Educatk> n and its programs.'" Un f O<1 u na t~y. there;s ~ttl e evi::lenct! th at lhe compreh ensiva , swoopi ng decla rati (W1 of an agency head res ulted irl maje< subSia ntiye changes in lila behayior of ED. in part. perh aps , beca use Secre t a r~ Bei departed ED soon afte r the adoption of the poIic~" Nonetheless, the Socretary's action demonstrated what is possible worl<in 9 within statutDl)' language authorizirlg tlla Department of Edocation. language lhat. it is impOflant to fIOte. is Sli11 in fe<ce,
The oocond of the ton initialives. the Congressional di rect;"'e to ED in 1957 that it launch a ' Ru ral Initiat",e" and place this reSpOf'lsibi lit~ in the Regional Educational Laboratories" i8 also of exl rM rdi na ry irYlpO rtance. Aion e amo ng the ten, the "Rural Initi at;"'e" is judged to have cont ributed to al three crileria used in this e,efGise. a~d . moreover, spawned one addit ion a l develop me nt c it ed, t h~ designa ti o n of a · rura l coordinator" in ED, Tabl health~ educatoo inl rastmcture is a prereq<isite for sustained rura l €Conomlo a nd commu ni t~ development ." There does seem to be a renewed oommitme nt in both the leg islative atld exec utive branches that the trad itiona l piece-meal. fragmooted approaches to the nt ul tHaceted issues present in rura l €Co. ncmic and com munity dev .. opment have b""n less lhan effective, as w .. 1 as too costl~. It is fDr these reasoos that g uarded optim ism is held that the RDA jUst mighl succeed . ShOlJ Id this be the case. rural ed ucatio n should reap renewed altentio n and a vastly inc reased comm itment
What Did Not Happen?
The proceding overview of what are r"lla,,:Ied to be major steps un de rta ken at th o federa l level i n recent years might leave th~ imp ression that the pe riOO 19W-Hi93 was marl::ed by an un broken se ri~s 01 SUCNlsses , Dr potootial future good fortunes, fDr m ra l education ;"terests. CIe~r progress has been made on a """,,ber of importa nt fronts, The recenl track record, however, is hardl~ one of unbroken accompl ishments, Indeed , little in too way of a meaningf" tederal resp:x1se is evKl<!nt on a numbe r of the mosl damaging charges regard ing fede ral practices, In additioo, several windows of opportunity failed to 00 seized that could rool only ha,e facii tated the resotlltoo 01 a "OOlOOr of substantive concerns, but a lso wotAd have had sy mt>oI", value as w" l.
Fo llowin g is aroother overview of what are jU dged to be major """,-eve nts of the past recenl history. T he toomes introd<.<;ed are Drganiled into two categories:
• those add ressing Iong-standir>g needs facing man~ 01 the nation' s ru ral dist ricts where action shoul d have been taken, consistent with the rrevai li ng norms concerning th e role atld f.....::ti oo of this Ie, et of governme nt in education matters • those representing missed windows of opportunity, defined narrow~ here 10 be situations where ED moved to bener serve the nation's urban och<xll systems aoo private education , yet failed to implement paralle l action fo r ru ral systems.
No attempt is made 10 offer possi ble exptanatk>ns 01 the set of complex issues that 00 dOlJbt were at play that ca used d1e perceilled failures to occur. Clearly differing worOj vi ews of tile nature of th e rural education "problem", competing KIeoIogi_ programs. T his cla im has been I~ve l led oot onI~ with r9gard to the big-I",Ket fo rmula p rograms, t ut the ia rge numbe r 01 discretk>na ry programs as well. Unfortunatoly. roo progmss has been made during 100 past fifl....n years to shoo ~gh1 on tli!; issue. Whi le a number of aff<>rts ""ere initialed that altompted to do 00, la rgely on t h~ insiste""" of Congressio na l inta resl$. th~ra is st l no def r'litive, conclu sive a nSwe< to the questioo. Grants to the states" TOO definitio n of rural districts used by th e GAO we re those localOO in "cOll1tles "'th urban pop ulaliorts of less tha n 2O,COJ,""" A major, mid-1980, ED-sponsored study of Chapte r 1'" used eight diflerent ooroI lment size categories fDr estabi ishir>g too recipioots of these fDrrnuta grant monies. Rural d islricts were defined in this instance as those e nrolli ng less than one tl>:ou$and students. Dubi n's" """",¥ehe<lsive study of the distribution of aM map federal rrC<Jrams, that incIl.'ded ele- form definition of a f ura l system was used i n th e t w~lve programs, th e majorit~ 01 which were targeted on special popcr lations 01 rura l students and were b"ll un in the mid to late 1980s, With r"llard to the """"ty 01 the form ula P'''IIrams l or specia l populations of stt.<:lents. it was observoo that:
The fact is, this eXploratory eflort cannot address this q uestion and it is ~k et~ th at even more apprDpfiate in quiries wo uid be hanctcapped in doing so. This is so for seve ral major reasons, .. : most of the big-tic ket items adm inisteroo by ED are g ra nts to the states which make use of thei r own largely self-determin oo distributi,e formu las : and, there is no stand ard definition of rura l presently used b~ e ithe r the fede ra l government Dr b~ the states . What can be said is that any torntula g ram prog ram lhat uses a popu latioo factDr in its ntathematical fDrntula (many do) Dr an~ grant rrogram that uses a cost pe r pupil factor in its mat hematical forntula (as se, era l do) potentia ll y can discriminate aga inst a rura l sma ll school district's effM s 10 address the needs of its spe<:ial popu latio ns.'" A second majo r long-sta ndi r.g concern of rura l int;)rosts is that th e federal gove rn me nt has no cohesive po l~ to assist rural edo..<::ati on. One Certaint~ woukf have expected a~ hens om federal strat~gy to be forthcoming, at least from the Departmoot of Education, give" the clear Congress""nal directive in the a uthorizatio n act e'ta~'shing the depa~ment that ~ was to make extraord ina ry efforts to pay attention to rura l ochoois, As commented on earlier, then Secreta,), 01 Ed....::atio n Be l in 1983 did adopt a "';de.,ar.ging policy statemerrt that, ij impiem<!fned, ~ MW! , . .. ulted pr" h"J'><! All th,ee involved inaction by lhe D<lparlment 01
Ed~ti Ol1 10 a(j(jfess . ural 8ducatK>n wh"" il cho"" to 00 eo to, either urban <!(jUCRlion 0< ~ivale education, In 1000, EO I:!ent" lied an urban l ocus 10< """ 01 its new Researc h and Deve+w-ment C"flIGrs; (')(')f')Ij ol lhe remaini ng twenty-three centat's was . . armarl<ed to< an om pl1a'" 00 ,ural educat"n, This was dOl1e "'-'SI><te the tact 1I1al ED "" The most tundamental prop<:>s<KI chafl!le, and the one lhal repreS9<1ts a los. tor many rural systems, IWIIId d\ange the 1\lI'lI.1ing lormula lor C!\apler 1 01 the ESEA There appears to be ""desp<ead support lor the tar~ of Chapter 1 moni .. (Illal ""II ~1<eIy be in tile flIIn9II 01 $1 hlion ann"".,) to schoOIII wtlh h9' ooncentraOOl'lS 01 poor studems. Tho adminil!;tr"hOn" potIpOS8I """,lei set asKIe Iifty percenl lor a>ncentration gfllnts 10 the poorHl areas (comll'lred 10 len percanl al pr.-n). 11 would alSO ioe.ease the "'r""hoId lOr elligibiliry 10 r_ve • concentra\lOn gran1 110m the present requiranen1that • c:o;lUnty have len poor eNldren, or a lilteen percem povany r~16 among 5ChooI-age cNidren _ youth, 10 a mi"",um 01 100 poor ctJiIdren Or an eighleen pefCenl pov""y ra te. This prOP'»ed <flange .. Ihe IOrroola has generated coum ... -prOPOSilII lrom ru r~1 inte reSIS, whO are predicl ed to I>e losers it lhe 10'rnu\II stands as prOpOSed. T he Dej>artment 01 EducatkIM esti mates that likoon states will 10M monies in FV 1995. led i)y saVf!fa! states WIth large nurrtlers 01 """" systems le.g .• Iowa. a loss 01 29.4 resources, PfOllrarns, and praaoees are 8\IlIiIabIe at ead! level 01 the educa~onal s)'Slem _ u r y lor students 10 ""'luire me compel"""ies aoo "" i its caled lor in lhe ",,~ooa l Of Slale coot""t stafl<laITIs, T he propose d developm e nl ol lh & Opp.:>rtu nily -to-Iearn standard s potentia ll y has far-ruching im plicalioos for rural ed llCation, Which eve r v9r$ion is en !ICl~d, th e more f"eserip· tIVe Hoose f"~l tMI would re<l uir~ greatat' acc<lUIllability 01 lhe stales than I'IOOid the S<.Ifl/lt~ PfopOl/lll. a fooos 00 wheth", or nol """I 5ChooIs have the in: It.lulional The profile of recent fede ral eftorts to addre" rura l educa· TOn issues provkled ""re shoufd be both comforting and di5' tressful to the rural lIducation communlly. The I n a~l l lt y to a(\(fress I he bask: q uestk>ri oj whether or not rura l -';hooI, ~ th&Ir eqllitable share 01 federa l aosi$!;>nr;e, ""'"' b)' the lISe 01 a """OW staodard 01 th .. crilerion, mUS! be 'o'iewed M a major dlsappolmme-nt. Furth .. , some migl'lt argu4llhilt whirl iii iOenIiIied as fepr8$&nbng progress is rea<:hrIg. R is C;OIll;«Ied Iha~ me tme period used here is a retatrvely long period and \he hSI 01 benetiI$ crted. that 
